Sheep diet was examined in the spring season on sagebrush-grass range in northeastern Idaho. Balsamroot and bluegrasses were the preferred plant species. The number of esophageal fistula samples needed for estimating the botanical and chemical components was determined. Botanical samples were more variable than chemical samples indicating a greater number of botanical samples for the same precision.
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Highlight:
Sheep diet was examined in the spring season on sagebrush-grass range in northeastern Idaho. Balsamroot and bluegrasses were the preferred plant species. Table 2 . Means (Z), coefficients of variation (CV), and numbers of samples required to achieve confidence intervals of *lo% and +20% of the sample mean at 95% and 90% probability levels. where t equals the value of t at n-1 degrees of freedom, CV is the coefficient of variation expressed in percent, and p is the half-confidence interval (10% or 20% of the mean) that is desired (Snedecor, 1956) .
Results and Discussion
In Table 1 , a comparison of the pasture and diet composition is shown for major species. During the spring, the sheep chose more balsamroot and bluegrasses than any other species. These species contributed a far higher percentage to the diet than to the total available herbage, an indication that they were highly preferred by sheep. Shrubs contributed little to the diet during this period.
The coefficient of variation is closely proportional to the mean value of botanical and chemical components in the daily diet of the sheep ( Fig. 1  and  2 ). (Morrison, 1956 ). The only significant differences that occurred between days were in crude protein.
Such differences may be related to precipitation during the first 2 days, but not on the third day, of the collections. Van Dyne and Heady ( 1965a, 1965b) .
Since the coefficient of variations is proportional to the means of botanical or chemical components ( Fig. 1 and  2) , preliminary estimates of sample numbers needed could be calculated if the mean percent in the diet was known.
For example, if a species contributed an estimated 20% to a sheep's diet, then the coefficient of variations expected would be about 47% (Fig.  1 ) and the number of samples needed would be about 88 to estimate within 10% of the population mean 95% of the time. Because of the sample numbers needed, a species that contributes less than 10% to the diet probably would be examined at a lower level of confidence.
In this study, partitioning the error term into sheep and day variances and reestimating it with differing numbers of sheep and days indicated that six sheep over 6 days would have given the best reduction for several plant species. Six is probably the minimum number of sheep needed to sample major botanical constituents in the diet when the cost of the experimental unit (esophageal-fistulated sheep) and the number of samples needed are considered.
However, the addition of more days to obtain the required number of samples in rapid growing or drying vegetation may not be desirable because of shifts in animal preference caused by plant availability or maturity. 
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